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Abstract 
 
The following study focuses on the cultural aspects of language teaching, specifically, the impact of a multicultural 
environment on language acquisition in the English class. Its aim is to investigate students’ attitudes towards a specific disruptive 
condition: the use of a non-English L1 by the majority of students, a language that serves to alienate the minority who do not 
comprehend it. While “cultural” is not to be taken as a synonym for “linguistic”, the two are invariably tied, for the obvious 
reason that natives of one cultural environment frequently share a common language different from the L1 of natives of a 
different environment. The findings suggest that a multicultural and multilingual context has a possible negative bearing on 
English language acquisition, if persistent use of the majority’s L1 is allowed. 
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1.  The multicultural and multilingual class 
 
1.1. Thesis 
 
Conflict may potentially arise in a multicultural and multilingual class, when students of a diverse cultural and 
linguistic background experience conditions detrimental to language acquisition in a shared class. While this study 
was conducted with the desire to investigate, and perhaps reduce, issues that impede student progress in an ELT 
context, the findings may be applied to any similar context wherein a student body has to contend with internal 
differences pertaining to their first language, their relative fluency in the class’s lingua franca, and cultural 
differences influencing their personal views about the behaviour of their classmates. 
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While the focus was directed at “potential conflict” and “detrimental conditions”, it was important not to adopt 
negative preconceptions while conducting research. Consequently, the interview questions were fashioned to reflect 
a non-committal stance regarding the difficulties experienced by students. The research was directed at the neutral 
question: “What are the effects of a multicultural and multilingual student population on the efficacy of the language 
class?” 
 
The aim of data gathering was to uncover the nature of such issues, without presupposing that problems existed 
to begin with; to formulate a detailed outline of the issues, based on the responses of the student interviewees; to 
examine the steps they had taken to counter them (if any); to consider the solutions or preventive measures already 
implemented in current teaching practice, and make suggestions on what other solutions or measures may be taken. 
 
1.2. Research parameters and context 
 
Attention is paid to the experiences of “cultural minority” students in classes that happen to include an 
overwhelmingly greater population of students of a different cultural background: a “cultural majority”. This state of 
affairs may arise for any number of reasons. In the case of the current work, such a demographic occurred purely by 
chance: the classes examined at the University of Hertfordshire consisted of a Chinese majority simply because a 
large number of Chinese nationals enrolled that year, with the remaining “cultural minority” students hailing from 
various other countries. 
 
The context of the study is one of English as an International Language (as defined by Jenkins, 2007); 
specifically, learners with a non-English L1 who are required to learn English for academic purposes. The 
environment is that of an “inner circle” country (England), while the target language is Native Speaker or “standard” 
English, in terms of written grammatical accuracy if not pronunciation. 
 
More specifically, the eight students who volunteered to be interviewed were gleaned from three separate 
modules/programmes at the University of Hertfordshire. The first was the Foundation programme, which included 
students studying English as a prerequisite to enrolling on their various undergraduate programmes. The second 
module/programme consisted of foreign students studying for the Graduate Certificate in Business, a pre-Masters 
qualification, on the Financial Information Management module. The third module/programme consisted of a 
different group of students on the same programme (i.e. GCB), but on a module called Introduction to Research 
Methods. 
 
The student sample approached was small in number: it is the views of the minority that form the basis of this 
research. The final group of volunteer interviewees was smaller than anticipated. This was not however detrimental 
to the work, as the focus lay on the subjective and qualitative views of the students, and within the small body of 
volunteers there were sufficient recurring themes to draw valuable conclusions regarding the in-class experiences of 
the minority. 
 
One final point is that a simplified view of the “majority” was adopted. As described above, each of the classes 
approached from the three programmes/modules consisted of a culturally Chinese majority. This “majority” was not 
entirely homogeneous, however; individuals within the group distinguished themselves as Mainland or Hong Kong 
Chinese, the former hailing from different provinces. 
 
It was nevertheless justified in considering the not-quite-homogeneous Chinese students as a “majority”, given 
the strong cultural mores they share, and the fact that communication within that majority (through one or another 
Chinese dialect) appears more spontaneous and easy than, say, communication between a Chinese student and an 
Indonesian student. 
 
1.3. Theory: Observations, Problems and Proposals 
 
The following is a review of some associated literature, and the conclusions drawn regarding their applicability 
to the present context. 
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Writing of her native Canada, Coelho (1998) objects to what she calls exclusionist practices in modern 
“mainstream” schools, which are biased against minority students. These exclusionist tendencies are inherent to the 
school administration, classroom environment, the curriculum, presence (or absence) of cultural perspectives, 
instructional style, and the methods of assessing progress and achievement. A key difference between Coelho’s 
students and the student volunteers of the present study, however, is that the former have no choice in matters of 
schooling, and cannot easily change their situation. Conversely, foreign students at the University of Hertfordshire 
may be considered “paying clients” who chose to enrol in good faith, with reasonably good knowledge of what to 
expect. 
 
Her approach to the problem of exclusionism is pragmatic: in her study, each potential discrepancy between 
“mainstream” teaching methods and the learning style of minority students is presented as a triad of “problem, 
cause, and solution”. A notable feature of this pattern is her willingness to assign blame on the school authorities. 
Problems arise when these authorities fail to recognise difference, and incompatibility, between “mainstream” 
education methods and the culturally-instilled learning methods of minority students. The solution is just as clear: 
problems diminish when difference is recognised, and a happy middle ground extended to satisfy all students 
concerned. 
 
While Coelho’s push to minimise the clash between “mainstream” teaching and minority learning style is 
laudable, it does not address the fact that similar conflict can arise from differences between students; neither does it 
adequately cover the fact that students of the same cultural background are not always a homogeneous mass. 
 
The implications of these are twofold: firstly, that some forms of conflict, while diminishable, cannot be entirely 
resolved by the teacher adjusting his or her methods in class, originating as they do from student-student interaction. 
Secondly, it must be recognised that individuality (or “personality”) often plays a key role in determining how well 
or badly a certain minority student progresses with his peers. In brief, there are some problems a teacher can only 
hope to reduce, at best, without entirely eliminating from the class. 
 
Carrasquillo and Rodriguez (1996) take roughly the same approach as Coelho, citing the importance of adjusting 
one’s instructional method when dealing with “limited English proficient” students: they organise their 
recommendations in terms of subject, i.e. the four language skills, social studies, science and mathematics. Moore 
(1999) examines the “symbolic exclusion” of cultural mores outside those of the host community. 
 
What is evident from the above texts is the similarity of their views in placing the onus to solve cross-cultural 
issues on the school authorities. Despite the possibility of problems originating from student-student interaction or 
“personality”, as described above, it is the teacher/authorities who are most effectively placed to reduce them. 
However subjective the origins, and grounded in such tenuous fields as cultural viewpoint and personal attitude, the 
idea is that a well-formulated approach to teaching will diminish these detrimental conditions, and only the school 
authorities have the power to do so. 
 
What is also evident, however, is that the answer to these issues can be just as subjective and open to 
interpretation. One feature that arose in the present study with student volunteers was the fact that the same 
detrimental issue could be read as a “problem”, or a “non-problem”, depending on the individual student’s 
perspective. In such a case, it is difficult to determine how effective, or even desirable, it may be for a teacher to 
intervene (as Coelho, Carrasquillo, Rodriguez and Moore recommend), when the resultant intervention may remove 
an otherwise effective pedagogic method. This sounds entirely commonsensical, but the implications are huge. 
Every move to improve the situation is suspect: students may not perceive a problem to begin with, and effective 
teaching methods may be lost along the way. 
 
The significance of “personality” and its influence on a student’s ability to progress in a multicultural and 
multilingual context has been raised. This aspect is clearly reflected in Leki’s (2001) study of group dynamics 
within a mixed native English speaker and non-native English speaker study group. Leki’s thesis is that social and 
academic relationships between NNES learners and their NES peers within work groups may undermine the ability 
of NNES students to make meaningful contributions to the group projects. 
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Quoting Lave and Wenger’s definition of “legitimate peripheral participation”, Leki describes how a learner can 
be likened to a vocational apprentice, participating with a “master” in order to be accepted into a community of 
practice; each partner recognises and accepts the positioning of the other. Leki describes how this metaphor of 
apprenticeship is useful in explaining how attempts to position oneself and others within a group may contribute to 
things that go awry in group work. 
 
Through interviews and class observation, Leki examined the experiences of NNES students in evaluated group 
work, within the context of American tertiary education. The following problems were identified: 
 
x domestic group members had a priori expectations that the NNES students were unable to make a significant 
contribution to the project. 
x the group work was unsuitable for an immigrant with no implicit knowledge of American culture, which the 
domestic group members possessed. 
x very little collaboration took place within the group: students did not read each other’s work, yet scored highly. 
x assertive (domestic) students ignored the quieter (immigrant) students. 
 
Leki’s study provides a prime example of detrimental conditions arising from a multicultural and multilingual 
context: without such internal differences, problems 1 and 2 above would not have occurred. Problems 3 and 4 may 
well have occurred regardless of the cultural demographics within the work group: 3 from the professor’s poor 
pedagogic methods, and 4 from the clash of “personality”. 
 
Ultimately, Leki’s study shows how differences within the group hierarchy, exaggerated by limitations in 
English, can prevent learners from managing their social or academic dealings to their own advantage. One key 
point to consider from her research is the view that, occasionally, detrimental conditions that seem to arise from the 
multicultural and multilingual context do in fact persist owing to other factors, such as poor teaching practice or 
factors of “personality”. 
 
With regard to the context of group work, Liang, Mohan and Early (1998) quote Reid’s discovery that no 
students, immigrant or domestic, choose group learning as a major learning preference, while Kinsella suggests that 
some immigrant students strongly dislike it. Liang et al also cite Janda’s observation that when cooperative learning 
is introduced, it is introduced into an environment already infused with “traditional social and linguistic 
behaviours”, and the two may be incompatible; this may be even truer of ESL students coming from a diverse 
educational and cultural background. 
 
A final recurring issue is that of first-language use. Liang et al raise the following question: “What happens 
when more than one first language is spoken in the classroom as is the case in many ESL settings?” For language 
teaching, the use of L1 is understandably contentious, as it reduces the time spent in speaking the target language – 
the latter considered a highly effective (and indispensable) factor in language acquisition. Approaches such as 
Behaviourism and the Audio-lingual method forbid L1 usage as far as possible; others such as the Communicative 
approach lay emphasis on other factors, and permit L1 usage to a certain degree. 
 
In a multicultural and multilingual class, however, there is more at stake than the individual student’s target 
language acquisition. Any usage of L1 necessarily involves the exclusion of fellow students who do not speak that 
language; viewed in tandem with Leki’s observations listed above, this leads to a number of serious detrimental 
conditions: 
 
x any assumption that a bilingual student cannot contribute to group work is seemingly supported by his or her 
silence – “proof” of his lower intelligence or ability. 
x true collaboration is rendered impossible by unintelligibility. 
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x given the view that multiple languages form a political hierarchy within any given society (see for example 
Preisler, 1999, and Bakhtin’s views on the subject), a high-status language that is incomprehensible to an 
immigrant can be yet another method of dominating him or her, by means of exclusion. 
x when a cultural majority within a given class sticks resolutely to L1 usage, this only perpetuates the “narrow 
thinking system” Leki describes. No attempt to explore other cultures or languages is made. 
x L1 usage that is not universally understood increases the likelihood that group work will not be reintegrated at 
the end of the project, and no “intellectual synergy” occurs. 
 
Even so, there exist legitimate reasons and advantages in allowing student use of an L1 that is not universally 
spoken. On the significance of code switching in a bilingual community, Sert (2005) provides the following reasons: 
 
x “speakers switch to manipulate or influence or define the situation as they wish, and to convey nuances of 
meaning and personal intention” (Trudgill, quoted in Sert). 
x to build intimate interpersonal relationships, creating linguistic solidarity between individuals of the same ethno-
cultural identity. 
 
Similarly, Eldridge (quoted in Sert) justifies L1 usage from the students’ point of view: 
 
x equivalence − when the student uses the equivalent L1 word instead of the target language word, because he 
lacks sufficient target language vocabulary. This allows the student to maintain fluency. 
x floor holding − similar to the above, for the purpose of maintaining control of the discussion. 
x reiteration − to reinforce, emphasise or clarify a message where the message has already been transmitted in one 
code, but not understood. This ensures accuracy. 
x conflict control − to avoid misunderstandings. 
 
1.4. Conclusion 
 
A number of detrimental conditions may, or may not, arise within a culturally and linguistically diverse student 
population. This review is not intended as an exhaustive list; rather, they represent the issues that were frequently 
cited by ELT scholars, and noted from personal observation of class dynamics among various student groups. Most 
significantly, these issues were found to be prevalent in the interviews conducted with student volunteers, as 
described in the next part. 
 
2.  The interviews 
 
2.1. Data collection: concerns and procedures 
 
Three of the eight student volunteers were Chinese (Students D, E and F); this inclusion of representatives from 
the “majority” culture was intended to provide insight into the majority’s perspective, and perhaps clarify the 
reasons behind their conduct in class. The remaining student volunteers were Saudi Arabian (Students A, B and C), 
Pakistani (Student G) and Sri Lankan (Student H). 
 
The goal, as previously stated, was to examine the detrimental conditions (if any) arising within a multicultural 
and multilingual class – particularly a class in which an overwhelming majority shared the same cultural and 
linguistic background, with a small minority possessed of different cultural mores. This minority may, in turn, 
consist of students from more than a single cultural and linguistic background. 
 
As the perceived learning impediments were largely, though not entirely, emotional and subjective in nature, the 
plan was to engage perhaps a dozen students in a semi-structured interview, defined by Denscombe (2000) as 
deriving from “a clear list of issues to be addressed and questions to be answered. However, with the semi-
structured interview the interviewer is prepared to be flexible [...] The answers are open-ended, and there is more 
emphasis on the interviewee elaborating points of interest.” 
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To avoid presuming that problems exist within a culturally and linguistically diverse student population, the 
students’ responses were elicited without directly requesting a “list of complaints”. Setbacks described in the 
literature on multicultural and multilingual classes were considered potential problems, to be verified or disproved. 
 
One shortcoming that proved unavoidable, however, was the small size of the sample obtained. As mentioned in 
Part One, the majority of students from the three programme modules were less than enthusiastic about taking part. 
Ultimately, the data obtained can almost be labelled “convenience sampling”: “built upon selections which suit the 
convenience of the researcher and which are ‘first to hand’” (Denscombe, 2000). Denscombe takes a very dim view 
of this, stating that “The practice of convenience sampling is hard to equate with good research.” 
 
Bell (1999), on the other hand, is a little more forgiving of the practical constraints behind a small-scale project: 
 
In very large surveys, like the census, sampling techniques will be employed in order to produce a 
sample which is, as far as possible, representative of the population as a whole. Generalizations can 
then be made from the findings. In small studies, we have to do the best we can. [...] All researchers 
are dependent on the goodwill and availability of subjects, and it will probably be difficult for an 
individual researcher working on a small-scale project to achieve a true random sample. 
 
A small sample, however, may adequately fulfil the needs of the present study, seeing how the experiences and 
views of a cultural minority are the main concern. A single student from Sri Lanka, in a class of mainly Chinese 
nationals, would provide a perfectly valid viewpoint. If the same class includes a single student from Thailand, one 
from Vietnam and one from Nigeria, failure on the researcher’s part to study the latter three would not diminish this 
validity. There is no need for a suitably large “representative” sample, as the views “representative of the population 
as a whole” do not feature in the research. 
 
2.2. The questions 
 
x Question 1: What is your L1? Describe your history of English study. What age did you begin? Where and why? 
x Question 2: Were your classes at home monocultural/monolingual or multicultural/multilingual? What type of 
class do you prefer? Is your current multicultural/multilingual class easier or more difficult? Why? 
x Question 3a: (MINORITY) How often do people in your class speak a language you don’t understand (e.g. the 
Chinese students)? Why do you think they do this?How do you cope? 
x Question 3b: (MAJORITY) How often do you use your L1 when speaking to fellow nationals (in a multicultural 
class)? You know your L1 excludes other nationals. What reasons do you have for this? 
x Question 4: Group work: did you do this at home? Do you like it here? How do you divide the work in group 
work? What part do you normally do/did you do? Do you have any problems communicating with group 
partners? Why? Give examples. Are any of these problems related to language, i.e. they speak a different L1? 
 
2.2.1. Question 1 feedback: analysis 
 
All students reported their academic introduction to English taking place in school, at primary or secondary 
level, with (varied) governmental emphasis on its role as an official language. Apart from this formal emphasis, 
however, additional motives for gaining English proficiency included its value as a professional asset, as an 
international lingua franca, for the purpose of higher studies in England, as a means of learning more about a 
foreign culture, and as a matter of personal interest. 
 
As expected, students displayed a mixed degree of proficiency in English, but this did not reflect on their 
professed enthusiasm for the language. In this regard, there is no perceived difference in the answers of students 
from the “majority” culture and the “minority” cultures. 
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2.2.2. Question 2 feedback: analysis 
 
Students had widely differing prior experience of multicultural and multilingual classes, depending on their 
country of origin: some with culturally uniform peers in school, and others with culturally heterogeneous peers. 
There was also mention of variation depending on the level of study, with higher education (i.e. university) exposing 
the student to a more culturally diverse body of fellow students at a later age. 
 
One significant point, perhaps, is whether or not the student’s prior experience of a multicultural and 
multilingual class context influences his or her behaviour in similar classes later on. The three Chinese students 
interviewed were unanimous in their description of primary and secondary Chinese schools, stating that they were 
generally uniform, with students hailing from the same local province. Mandarin is a common lingua franca 
between people of different provinces in China, with their different dialects. The concept of a lingua franca, then, is 
hardly new to a Chinese student, despite the apparent cultural uniformity of the Chinese. This, perhaps, is an 
example of divergence between culture and language: the former possessing a greater degree of uniformity among 
the Chinese than the latter. 
 
There was repeated mention by the Chinese students of English as a lingua franca, and its perceived value as a 
solution to communicative problems in a multicultural and multilingual context: two students mentioned the lack of 
fluency in English as a cause of initial problems in the U.K., later reduced when they had improved their proficiency 
with practice. 
 
How, then, does all this relate to the behaviour of Chinese learners? It is tempting to conclude that the high 
degree of cultural uniformity among the Chinese – and their generally high regard for tradition – contributes to the 
perceived cliquishness of the Chinese in a multicultural and multilingual context. Whether or not this is truly the 
case, the present study is not equipped to certify; it is merely evident that this cliquishness was observed by the non-
Chinese students in their interviews, and is generally regarded to exist. 
 
Further issues raised regarding the experience of a multinational class include the problem of understanding a 
foreign accent, the importance of respect for different cultures, the power of a lingua franca to bring people 
together, and the fact that different languages within the same social context will form a political hierarchy (as 
mentioned in Part One), with different degrees of status and accorded respect. Student H observes that in Sri Lanka 
the minority is forced to study the language of the majority, but not vice-versa; this political element of majority rule 
may well manifest itself in the ELT class as majority cliquishness. 
 
2.2.3. Question 3a feedback: analysis 
 
Question 3 was composed with the two groups of students in mind, the majority and minority, and adapted for 
each context. Version 3a was put to the minority students (from Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and Sri Lanka), and 
addressed their experience of being excluded from the majority clique. Such distinctions are artificially imposed, as 
a minority student in one class may well be a majority student in another, and vice-versa. It is important to recall 
that there is no inherent correlation between one’s nationality/language and majority/minority status. 
 
As a whole, the minority students agreed that majority cliquishness did exist, and provided some anecdotal 
examples. They attempted to explain the reasons behind this behaviour, such as cultural solidarity, ease of 
communication when using the L1, as a necessity for learning (when the student’s English proficiency is low and he 
or she requires L1 clarification), and simply because it is the norm (as Students G and H say of multilingual Pakistan 
and Sri Lanka). 
 
There were also differing responses to L1 usage, depending on context: Students B and C considered it perfectly 
acceptable when the conversation did not involve coursework. Students G and H claimed to be happy for the 
majority’s prerogative in using their L1, since they themselves were deprived of it; this supports the notion that 
cultural and linguistic cliquishness arises when the context allows it, and not necessarily because of deficiency or 
malice in the parties concerned. 
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The one suggested mechanism for coping with majority cliquishness, at least where language is concerned, 
involved setting ground rules within the group limiting communication to English. This presupposes that the 
majority students are willing to agree; even then, it does not address the hindrance that would arise from constant 
lapses into L1. Furthermore, enforcing such rules would require a degree of assertiveness not common to all 
minority students. This suggested mechanism supports the view in Part One that individuality (or “personality”) 
plays an important role in determining the success or failure of a minority student when dealing with his peers – and 
that there are limits to a teacher’s influence on majority cliquishness. Matters also depend upon the interpersonal 
relations between students: interviewees stated more than once that they were more accepting of unintelligible L1 
usage if the parties concerned were their friends. 
 
2.2.4. Question 3b feedback: analysis 
 
This version of Question 3 was directed at majority students, with the intention of discovering their reasons for 
utilising their L1 in a lesson context – what appears to be the primary complaint of minority students. All three 
interviewees representing the cultural majority felt that they did not speak Chinese too often in class. Reasons cited 
for doing so include peer influence (the student speaks Chinese because his friends do so, and responding in English 
would be peculiar), the comfort and fluency afforded by speaking with fellow nationals in their own L1, and the 
need to clarify what was taught to fellow students with poor English. 
 
Reasons that inhibit L1 usage include the presence of other nationals (indicating an awareness of the discomfort 
caused by speaking Chinese), direct requests to use English by non-Chinese students, and work groups formed of 
multicultural/multilingual students. 
 
These observations correspond with the minority students’ views on L1 usage, indicating a mutual awareness of 
the situation and a conscious avoidance, where possible, of language use that may interfere with the progress of the 
class as a whole. It should be noted, however, that the Chinese students who volunteered to be interviewed were 
relatively proficient in English (Students D and E in particular), and this readiness to oblige the minority students 
through the use of English may not feature among Chinese students with far poorer proficiency in English. 
 
2.2.5. Question 4 feedback: analysis 
 
Among analysts of Chinese (and other Asian) students, group work remains a point of contention greater than 
any other; Flowerdew (1998) finds a correlation between group work and the Confucian concept of cooperation, 
while admitting that other academics (such as Stebbins) have found no evidence of a Chinese preference for group 
learning. Littlewood’s (2001) survey of Hong Kong students found that they appear to have a “predominantly 
collectivist orientation”, while simultaneously questioning the traditional authority structure of the classroom, which 
regards teachers as the sole holders and transmitters of knowledge. 
 
Regardless of the Chinese fondness for (or indifference to) group work, it is significant that many opportunities 
for minority “bullying” can arise in this form of class activity: Leki’s (2001) study of group work in American 
schools provides a convenient illustration. Of all the students interviewed, none had extensive experience of group 
work prior to enrolment at the University of Hertfordshire. Of particular interest was the opinion (shared by all 
students) that individual study was the traditional method of home; this seemingly contradicts the view of the 
“collectivist orientation” frequently attributed to Asians. 
 
Apart from poor communication resulting from low language proficiency, the problem most frequently 
encountered in group work, according to the interviewees, was “social loafing” (Roskams’s term, 1999): students 
who contributed little or nothing to the group project. 
 
3.  Conclusion 
 
The one thing conclusively proven by the present research, perhaps, is the fact that detrimental conditions arising 
from a multicultural and multilingual context do exist – at least, in the minds of the students. The interviews were 
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conducted with the conscious design not to allow preconceptions to shape the answers; rather, to elicit the students’ 
opinions on the subject, positive or negative. While the sample was small and perhaps not thoroughly representative 
of all viewpoints, it was the views of the individual that mattered, and size did nothing to detract from the validity of 
the individual students’ views. 
 
To answer the question: “What are the effects of a multicultural and multilingual student population on the 
efficacy of the language class?” – it may be safe to conclude that the effects are detrimental if sufficient care is not 
taken to derail the cliquishness and bullying that can arise from cultural or linguistic difference, particularly when a 
strong majority possesses the leverage to sideline a non-aggressive minority. At the same time, care must be taken 
not to remove the support structure afforded by a shared culture and language, as described by the Chinese nationals 
interviewed. 
 
Countless practical methods may be prescribed for this (as Coelho and others have done), but ultimately, it is the 
teacher’s prerogative to view the circumstances on a case-by-case basis, and act accordingly. 
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